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Sir William Osler said that Oliver Wendell Holmes "was the
most successful combination which the world has ever seen of the
physician and man of letters," and so much has been written about
Doctor Holmes it may seem futile to try to add anything, but, as
Holmes himself wrote about Carlyle, "He remains not the less one
of the really interesting men of his generation, a man about whom
we really wish to know all that we have a right to know" and so this
neglected episode in Holmes' life appears to be worth recounting.
Holmes lived all his years, almost literally all his days, in or
near Boston. Except for two youthful years of study in Europe,
a like period of teaching in Hanover, and a three months' trans-
atlantic excursion in his old age, he was scarcely ever out of sight of
the dome of the State House which he declared to be "the hub
of the solar system." And as his life was, so has his fame been,
completely surrounded by Boston and Harvard with little attention
paid to the blessings bestowed upon him by Connecticut and Yale.
The immediate genealogy of Holmes is, briefly, as follows: John
Holmes was the first of the family in America, and settled in
Woodstock, Connecticut, in 1786. His son David begot a son
David the second, who was a surgeon in the Revolution, and married
Temperence Bishop of Norwich. On December 24, 1763, a son
was born to this union in Woodstock. This son was Abiel, the
father of Oliver Wendell Holmes. Abiel Holmes attended Yale
and graduated in 1783. In 1785 he became the pastor of a church
in Midway, Georgia. Five years later (1790) he married Mary
Stiles, the daughter of Ezra Stiles, the President of Yale College.
In January, 1792, he became the pastor of the First Congregational
Church in Cambridge. His wife, Mary Stiles Holmes, died August
29, 1795. In the same year he received the papers and diaries of
his father-in-law, President Stiles, and set to work on his biography,
which was published in 1798. On March 26, 1801, Holmes
married as his second wife, Sarah Wendell, only daughter of the
Honorable Oliver Wendell of Boston. Oliver Wendell Holmes
was born in Cambridge on August 29, 1809.
Thus on his paternal side Dr. Holmes came from a long lineYALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE
of Connecticut ancestry and there had been an almost exdusive
Yale influence in his father's life.
Oliver Wendell Holmes did not visit Connecticut until 1850
when he was forty-one years old, and a review of that all but
forgotten incident demonstrates that he realized that the deeper
roots of his life were here. As a part of the Yale Commencement
Exercises in August, 1850, Doctor Holmes was invited to deliver a
poem before 4) B K Society. Unfortunately, the records of the
Society for that period are lost, but the New Haven Palladium
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Facsimile of holograph letter from Holmes to an unidentified correspondent
referring to the Yale address. (From the collection of the author.)
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and the Register both reported the occasion at some length. The
exerciseswere heldin theCollege Street Church at 7:30 Wednesday,
August 14th. The oration was given by the Honorable John
Andrews of Columbus, Ohio. The Palladium stated "The oration
was reported to be very able-and very long. The Poem of which
we heard only a part, was in the gay and brilliant sarcastic style
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of which Dr. Holmes is so completely master, and it was not without
some passages which displayed that deep and affectionate feeling
for which he is scarcely less distinguished." The Register reported
that Mr. Andrews' address was "about twice as long as good taste
would warrant and though not uninteresting was listened to with
manifest impatience." How refreshing such delicious reportorial
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candor would be today. To Holmes the reporter was far kinder,
andwell may he have been. He said "ThePoem of Dr. Holmes was
a brilliant affair, sound, sensible, sarcastic and pungent. He used
his lancet remorselessly on the follies of the age and charmed his
audience with sparkling gems of thought. The Doctor speaks nearly
as well as he writes." Both of the papers spelled the Wendell in
Holmes' nameincorrectly. The Palladium also candidly remarked,
"there were no D.D.'s, no S.T.D.'s or LL.D.'s awarded. It has
been the dignified distinction of Yale that she is sparing of these
higher honors of which smaller colleges are so lavish." Perhaps
this is the reason why Yale never conferred academic distinction on
her famous grandson. Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. received an
LL.D. from Yale in 1886.
The title of the poem that Dr. Holmes read was Astrta- or
The Balance of Illusions. It was published by the request of the
4DBK Society by Ticknor, Reed, and Fields late in 1850. For
some reason it is rarely included in volumes of Holmes' Collected
Poems and is not in the standard edition published by Houghton
Mifflin Company. The 4 B K edition has been quite rare, but
recently a number of copies have come to light, and collectors of
Holmesiana have been appeased. It is a small 12mo of thirty-nine
pages, poorly bound in pale yellow boards without a back strip,
and carrying the publishers' advertisement of an illustrated edition
of Longfellow's Evangeline on the outside back cover. The title-
page is reproduced herewith and the first part of the poem which
contains Holmes' affectionate references to his Yale antecedents
follows:
ASTRAEA.
What secret charm, long whispering in mine ear,
Allures, attracts, compels and chains me here,
Where murmuring echoes call me to resign
Their sacred haunts to sweeter lips than mine;
Where silent pathways pierce the solemn shade,
In whose still depths my feet have never strayed;
Here, in the home where grateful children meet,
And I, half alien, take the stranger's seat,
Doubting, yet hoping that the gift I bear
May keep its bloom in this unwonted air?
Hush, idle fancy, with thy needless art,
Speak from thy fountains, 0 my throbbing heart!
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Say, shall I trust these trembling lips to tell
The fireside tale that memory knows so well?
How, in the days of Freedom's dread campaign,
A home-bred schoolboy left his village plain,
Slow faring southward, till his wearied feet
Pressed the worn threshold of this fair retreat;
How, with his comely face and gracious mien,
He joined the concourse of the classic green,
Nameless, unfriended, yet by nature blest
With the rich tokens that she loves the best;
The flowing locks, his youth's redundant crown,
Smoothed o'er a brow unfurrowed by a frown;
The untaught smile that speaks so passing plain
A world all hope, a past without a stain;
The clear-hued cheek, whose burning current glows
Crimson in action, carmine in repose;
Gifts such as purchase, with unminted gold,
Smiles from the young and blessings from the old.
Say, shall my hand with pious love restore
The faint, far pictures time beholds no more?
How the grave Senior*, he whose later fame
Stamps on our laws his own undying name,
Saw from on high, with half paternal joy,
Some spark of promise in the studious boy,
And bade him enter, with benignant tone,
Those stately precincts which he called his own,
Where the fresh student and the youthful sage
Read by one taper from the common page;
How the true comrade, whose maturer date
Graced the large honors of his ancient State,
Sought his young friendship, which through every change
No time could weaken, no remove estrange;
How the great MASTER,t reverend, solemn, wise,
Fixed on his face those calm, majestic eyes,
Full of grave meaning, where a child might read
The Hebraist's patience and the Pilgrim's creed,
But warm with flashes of parental fire
*James Kent, 1763-1847, Yale 1781. Chief Justice and Chancellor, State of
New York. Author, Kent's Commentaries.
t Ezra Stiles, President of Yale College.
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That drew the stripling to his second sire;
How kindness ripened, till the youth might dare
Take the low seat beside his sacred chair,
While the gray scholar, bending o'er the young,
Spelled the square types of Abraham's ancient tongue,
Or with mild rapture stooped devoutly o'er
His small coarse leaf, alive with curious lore;
Tales of grim judges, at whose awful beck
Flashed the broad blade across a royal neck,
Or learned dreams of Israel's long lost child
Found in the wanderer of the western wild.
Dear to his age were memories such as these,
Leaves of his June in life's autumnal breeze;
Such were the tales that won my boyish ear,
Told in low tones that evening loves to hear.
Thus in the scene I pass so light o'er,
Trod for a moment, then beheld no more,
Strange shapes and dim, unseen by other eyes,
Through the dark portals of the past arise;
I see no more the fair embracing throng,
I hear no echo to my saddened song,
No more I heed the kind or curious gaze,
The voice of blame, the rustling thrill of praise;
Alone, alone, the awful past I tread
White with marbles of the slumbering dead;
One shadowy form my dreaming eyes behold
That leads my footsteps as it led of old,
One floating voice, amid the silence heard,
Breathes in my ear love's long unspoken word;
These are the scenes thy youthful eyes have known;
My heart's warm pulses claim them as its own!
The sapling, compassed in thy fingers' clasp,
My arms scarce circle in their twice-told grasp,
Yet in each leaf of yon o'ershadowing tree
I read a legend that was traced by thee.
Year after year the living wave has beat
These smooth-worn channels with its trampling feet,
Yet in each line that scores the grassy sod
I see the pathway where thy feet have trod.
Though from the scene that hears my faltering lay,
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The few that loved thee long have passed away,
Thy sacred presence all the landscape fills,
Its groves and plains and adamantine hills!
Ye who have known the sudden tears that flow,-
Sad tears, yet sweet, the dews of twilight woe,-
When, led by chance, your wandering eye has crossed
Some poor memorial of the loved and lost,
Bear with my weakness as I look around
On the dear relics of his holy ground,
These bowery cloisters, shadowed and serene,
My dreams have pictured ere mine eyes have seen.
And oh, forgive me, if the flower I brought
Droops in my hand beside this burning thought;
The hopes and fears that marked this destined hour,
The chill of doubt, the startled throb of power,
The flush of pride, the trembling glow of shame,
All fade away and leave my FATHER'S name!
325